THE MEDIASTINUM 
Definition: 

The mediastinum is the median partition between the two pleural cavities. 
Position: 
Extends from the sternum anteriorly to the vertebral column posteriorly, and from the thoracic inlet above to the diaphragm 
below. 

Divisions: 
The superior The mediastinum is divided into: 

a) mediastinum: above the imaginary plane between the manubrium sterni and the lower border of the 4 th thoracic 
vertebrae. 

b) The inferior mediastinum: below this plane. It is further subdivided into: 

1) The anterior mediastinum: which lies behind the body and xiphoid process of the sternum and in front of 
the middle mediastinum. 

2) The middle mediastinum: occupied by the pericardium and the heart. 

3) The posterior mediastinum: lies behind the middle mediastinum . 



The Superior Mediastinum 
Boundaries: 

Superiorly: the inlet of the thorax. 

Interiorly: an imaginary horizontal plane extending from the sternal angle to the disk between the fourth and fifth 
thoracic vertebrae. 

Anteriorly: the manubrium sterni. 
Posteriorly: the upper four thoracic vertebrae. 
On each side: the mediastinal pleura. 



■ Contents: 

A. Muscles: 

-sternohyoid and sternothyroid muscles anteriorly 
-the longus coli muscle posteriorly. 

B. Thymus gland: 

Lies on the inner surface of the manubrium sterni. 

C. Vessels: 

1. Arteries: 

i. Behind the lower half of the manubrium sterni: the arch of the aorta. 

ii. Behind the upper part: branches of the arch: brachiocephalic, left common carotid and left 
subclavian arteries. 

2. Veins: 

i. Right brachiocephalic vein: descends on the right side of the brachiocephalic artery. 

ii. Left brachiocephalic (innominate) vein: passes obliquely along the upper border of the arch of 

the aorta and in front of its branches (brachiocephalic, left common carotid and left subclavian 

arteries), 
iii. Superior vena cava: descends in line with the right brachiocephalic vein, 
iv. Left superior intercostal vein. 

3. Thoracic duct: 

- On the left side of the esophagus. 

D. Viscera: 

1. Trachea: 

Lies in the midline in front of the esophagus. 

2. Esophagus: 

Is the most posterior structure. It lies behind the trachea and in front of the vertebral column. 



E. Nerves: 

1 . The two vagus nerves: 

i. The right vagus: descends on the right side of the trachea. 

ii. The left vagus: is separated from the left side of the trachea by the left subclavian artery and the 
left side of the arch of the aorta. 

2. The two phrenic nerves: 

i. The right phrenic nerve: descends on the right side of the right brachiocephalic vein and the 

superior vena cava, 
ii. The left phrenic nerve: descends on the left side of the left common carotid artery and left side of 

the arch of the aorta, 
iii. The left recurrent laryngeal nerve: arises from the left vagus and curves below the arch of the 

aorta, Then, it ascends between the trachea and esophagus, 
iv. Cardiac branches: from the two vagi, the left recurrent laryngeal nerve and the two sympathetic 

trunks. 

F. Groups of lymph nodes: 

i. Brachiocephalic group. 

ii. Paratracheal group. 

iii. Superior tracheobronchial group. 

Anterior Mediastinum 
Site: 

Is situated below the level of the sternal angle in front of the middle mediastinum. 
• Boundaries: 

- Anteriorly: the body of the sternum. 

- Posteriorly: middle mediastinum (the pericardium). 

- On each side: the mediastinal layer of pleura. 



Contents: 

1) Superior and inferior sternopericardial ligaments. 

2) Part of the thymus gland. 

3) Two to three lymph nodes and lymphatics. 

4) Areolar tissue. 

5) Transverse thoracic muscle. 

Middle Mediastinum 
Definition: Is the part of the inferior mediastinum that is occupied by the pericardium and its contents. 
Boundries: 

Superiorly: an imaginary horizontal plane extending from the sternal angle anteriorly to the disc between the 4 th and 5" 
thoracic vertebrae. 
Interiorly : diaphragm. 
Anteriorly : anterior mediastinum. 
Posteriorly: posterior mediastinum. 
Contents: (heart- cover- interring- leaving- trachea- l.n.- phrenic) 

1) The pericardium and the heart. 

2) The ascending aorta. 

3) The pulmonary trunk: 

4) The lower half of the superior vena cava: 

5) The upper most part of the inferior vena cava. 

6) The four pulmonary veins. 

7) The bifurcation of the trachea. 

8) The right and left pulmonary arteries. 

9) The right and left phrenic nerves: along the sides of the pericardium. 

10)The inferior tracheobronchial lymph nodes: below the bifurcation of the trachea. 



Posterior Mediastinum 
Definition: 

Is the part between the pericardium and the vertebral column. 
Boundaries: 
-Superiorly: an imaginary horizontal plane extending from the sternal angle anteriorly to the disc between the 4 th and 5 t! 
thoracic vertebrae. 

- interiorly: the diaphragm. 

- Anteriorly: the pericardium, above and the diaphragm, below. 

- Posteriorly: the lower 8thoracic vertebrae (from the 5 th to the 1 2 th ). 
Contents: 

1 ) The descending thoracic aorta. 

2) The azygos and hemiazygos veins: 

3) The esophagus: on the right side of the aorta, then crosses in front of its lower part. 

4) The two vagi nerves: forming the esophageal plexus. 

5) The splanchnic nerves (greater, lesser and lowest splanchnic nerves): they arise from the sympathetic trunk. 

6) The thoracic duct: ascends on the right side of the esophagus. 

7) The posterior mediastinal lymph nodes. 

The sternal angle: 

At its level the followings occur: 

1 ) The second costal cartilage and rib lie at this level(The ribs are counted from this level downward). 

2) The ascending aorta ends at this level. 

3) The arch of the aorta begins and ends at this level. 

4) The descending aorta begins. 

5) The trachea divides into two bronchi. 

6) The azygos vein opens in the superior vena cava. 



7) The pulmonary trunk divides into two pulmonary arteries. 

8) The thoracic duct crosses the esophagus to reach its left side. 

9) The medial margins of the pleura and lungs on each side opposed each other in the middle line. 



Structures seen from the right side of the mediastinum 

When the right lung is removed the following structures are seen on the right side of the mediastinum. 

1 . The pericardium and the heart. 

2. The right brachiocephalic vein. 

3. The inferior vena cava. 

4. The cut section of the root of the right lung: consists of the principle bronchus, the eparterial bronchus, the 
pulmonary artery and the two pulmonary veins. 

5. The azygos vein: lies behind the root of the right lung and arches above it to end in the superior vena cava. 

6. The right phrenic nerve and its accompanying pericardiacophrenic vessels. 

7. The trachea. 

8. The esophagus: lies above the arch of the vena azygos vein and posterior to the trachea. 

9. The right vagus nerve. 

1 0. The thoracic vertebral column and the posterior intercostal vessels: lie posterior to the esophagus. 

1 1 . The sympathetic trunk. 



Structures seen from the left side of the mediastinum 

When the left lung is removed the following structures are seen on the left side of the mediastinum. 

1 . The pericardium and the heart: consists of the principle bronchus, the pulmonary artery and the two pulmonary veins. 

2. The arch of the aorta: is seen above the root of the lung. 

3. The descending thoracic aorta: continues from the arch, passing downwards behind the root of the left lung. 

4. The esophagus. 

5. The left common carotid and the left subclavian arteries. 

6. The thoracic duct: can be seen on the left side . 

7. The left phrenic nerve: and its accompanying pericardiacophrenic vessels. 

8. The left vagus nerve: descends between the left common carotid and the left subclavian arteries. Then, it passes to the 
posterior surface of the root of the left lung. 

9. The bifurcation of the pulmonary trunk. 

10. The left recurrent laryngeal nerve: arises from the left vagus just lateral to the aortic arch. It curves around the arch to 
ascend between the esophagus and the trachea. 

1 1 . The thoracic vertebral column and the posterior intercostal vessels. 

1 2. The sympathetic trunk. 



